Introduction
The development of civil society in China has been a topic of great interest in recent years. 1 Most scholars agree that something of a civil society has emerged in China's reform era. Notable developments include the proliferation of social organizations, the expansion of the media, and the rise of various forms of popular contention. While affirming these developments, many scholars are concerned about the 'nascent' or 'incipient' character of Chinese civil society. In this article, I bring one important recent development-the Internet phenomenon-into the picture of Chinese civil society, and identify the concrete ways in which the Internet has facilitated civil society development in China. Such an endeavor is necessarily preliminary in nature, considering the rapidly changing landscape of the * Guobin Yang is an assistant professor in the Department of Sociology and a faculty member of the Center for Chinese Studies at the University of Hawaii at Manoa. His recent publications include articles on China's Red Guard Movement, the 1989 Chinese student movement, and the online transnational Chinese cultural sphere. He is now completing a book manuscript on China's Red Guard generation while conducting research on how NGOs in China use the Internet. Earlier versions of this paper were presented at the 2001 Annual Meeting of the Pacific Sociological Association and the 2001 Annual Meeting of the North American Chinese Sociologists Association. This research was partially supported by a 2000 summer research grant from the Globalization Research Center and a travel grant from the Chung-Fong and Grace Ning Chinese Studies Fund of the Center for Chinese Studies, the University of Hawaii at Manoa. For help at various stages of the work, the author would like to thank Craig Calhoun, Heng-Hao Chang, Doug Guthrie, Hagen Koo and Patricia Steinhoff. He is grateful to Guo Liang of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences for sharing the results of a major Internet survey conducted in China under his direction.
1. For an earlier overview of the field, see Xin Gu, 'A civil society and public sphere in post-Mao China? An overview of Western publications', China Information 8(3), (Winter 1993 (Winter -1994 , pp. 38-52. For a more recent review, see Guobin Yang, 'The study of civil society in China: a dynamic field', China Review International, forthcoming. new information technologies in China as elsewhere. It is nevertheless a worthwhile endeavor, because after all the social implications of the Internet have attracted world-wide attention.
Since Internet connectivity was officially established in 1994, the Internet has developed at a fast pace in China. In 1994, there were only about 10,000 Internet users in China. Surveys conducted by the China Internet Network Information Center (CNNIC) show a rapid growth. From June 1998 to December 2002, the number of computers connected to the Internet increased from 542,000 to 20.83 million. Internet users had reached 2.1 million by December 1998 and 59.1 million by December 2002.
2 These developments are matched by the emergence of a lively Internet culture in China. Online chatrooms run by Netease.com attract tens of thousands of users at almost any given time of the day. Netbars have mushroomed throughout the country, despite government efforts to keep them under control. Online publishing has become so popular that several websites have organized literary award competitions to honor outstanding literary works initially published online. For one final example, newspapers like the popular Beijing Youth Daily regularly feature 'Net stories'-stories about personal encounters with the Internet.
With the rise of such an 'Internet phenomenon' come questions about its social impact. For researchers interested in Chinese civil society, the question is: how does this phenomenon bear on the various aspects of China's incipient civil society? The Internet is used for political activism and other civil society activities in other parts of the world. Are similar developments observable in China? I address these questions by examining the social uses of the Internet in China. I will argue that the Internet has been used in three key areas of Chinese civil society, namely, public sphere, social organizations, and popular protest. With respect to China's public sphere, the Internet has fostered public debate and problem articulation and demonstrated the potential to play a supervisory role in Chinese politics. In the realm of associational life, the Internet has facilitated the activities of existing organizations while creating a new associational form, the virtual community. Finally, the Internet has introduced new forms and dynamics into popular protest. My analysis will show that the Internet has become an important new area in China's civil society development. Understanding the changing social and political dynamics in contemporary China now requires an analysis of the possibilities and limits of the Internet and other forms of new information technologies.
Before I go on, a few caveats are in order. The first caveat is that the Internet is a contested area. Like other technologies, it is a double-edged weapon and may be used differently by different social actors. A study of the social impact of the Internet therefore does not draw a linear causal arrow from the Internet to civil society. Rather, it is a study of how agents in civil society use the Internet and in that process strengthen civil society. In other words, it requires an understanding of the social activities online.
Second, because the Internet may be used for different purposes, one field of 2. CNNIC defines Chinese Internet users as Chinese citizens who use the Internet for at least an hour per week. For statistical information on China's Internet development, I rely on CNNIC's survey reports. These biannual reports are accessible at its website: http://www.cnnic.net.cn/. struggle is about who may decide what technical functions it may have and how to obtain those functions. 3 These struggles may shape the future of the technology, making it more or less open to democratic practices. In appearance, ordinary Internet users are not directly involved in these struggles, yet how they use the Internet, what functions they favor and what meanings they attach to the Internet may bear on these struggles in important ways. The original designers of the Internet did not design it for democratic purposes. Had the Internet not been used for such purposes by millions of users, it would not have shown such a potential in the first place. All this suggests that even an understanding of the technical struggles surrounding the Internet cannot dispense with an understanding of the actual activities online.
Third, because of the ambivalent nature of the Internet in the social and political realm, it is imperative to examine its social impact in proper historical and political contexts. The same technology has different social implications under different historical and social conditions. In assessing the social impact of the Internet in China, therefore, it is essential to take a historical and sociological perspective, that is, to show the specific ways in which the Internet is used under specific conditions. To set the social and historical context for my discussion, I will start with a review of the recent developments and current conditions of civil society in China.
Civil society in China: recent developments and challenges
The concept of civil society has four basic elements: (1) autonomous individuals and (2) civic associations in relation to the state, 4 (3) engaged in more or less organized activities in a (4) public sphere 'outside the immediate control of the state but not entirely contained within the private sphere of the family'. 5 The four elements are interrelated. Individual and organizational autonomy are the basic conditions of public sphere; social organizations function to protect or extend the interests of individual citizens, often in the form of organized protest or social movements; public sphere functions with 'a critical public willing and able to hold government accountable for its actions'. 6 A vigorous civil society is often taken to be foundational to democratic politics. Studies of civil society in reform-era China have revealed three major areas of change that point to an emerging civil society:
• existing forms of social organization have undergone change, new associational forms have appeared, and social organizations in general have proliferated;
8
• both social organizations and individual citizens enjoy more autonomy from state power than in the pre-reform decades;
9
• with the changing functions of the media and the increase in spaces for public discussion, a nascent form of public sphere has emerged.
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Despite these achievements, Chinese civil society faces major challenges at the turn of the new century. First, as a civil society institution, the public sphere remains incipient and weak. Articulation of social issues and sharing of information are limited by the lack of institutionalized means of communication and public forums. Second, despite the proliferation of social organizations, these are mostly organizations of what Michael Frolic refers to as a state-led civil society.
11 They lack sufficient autonomy from the state to function as a routinized social base against state power on behalf of citizens. Gordon White, Jude Howell and Shang Xiaoyuan point to a new type of organization that they refer to as 'interstitial or unrecognized'.
12 While these appear to have more independence from the state, for the very reason that they are unrecognized, they lack the necessary political legitimacy to function effectively. Finally, organized protest in contemporary China is under strict state control, which means that routinized social movement organizations that systematically fight social injustices and political power still do not have a legitimate existence.
13 Large-scale social movements have erupted in the past two decades in China. Yet 
Studying the Internet in China
Studies of the Internet in China have focused on the physical networks, mechanisms of state control, and poltical impact. Given the technical features of the Internet, there is an intense interest in whether the Internet could help to democratize China. For example, Geoffrey Taubman argues that the Internet will reduce the influence of the party-state over the ideational and organizational character of China's domestic affairs.
14 Michael S. Chase and James C. Mulvenon reveal that despite the Chinese government's strong counterstrategies, dissidents both in and outside of China have made extensive use of the Internet in voicing dissent. 15 A recent article by Eric Harwit and Duncan Clark, while focusing on political control of the Internet in China, draws attention to the potential for independent group formation in light of the new technological tools. They conclude by noting the ambivalence of content control in China: 'As for content, in the short run, political controls will remain schizophrenic as the value of an open network conflicts with conservative political philosophies and as the nature of the Internet's audience makes it an unlikely tool for precipitating socially disruptive forces'. 16 This conclusion is highly instructive. While emphasizing control, it acknowledges its limits. This conclusion sounds a call for more systematic empirical research on the actual uses of the Internet in China. My work responds to this need.
While recognizing the role of the Chinese state in shaping Internet use in China, I concentrate on the social uses of the Internet. Such a view is consistent with an influential bottom-up approach to the study of contemporary Chinese society and politics. This bottom-up approach recognizes that the Chinese state is not an omnipotent entity, but has numerous permeable holes, not the least of which is the lack of interest or sincerity at the local level in implementing central policies. 17 This view is confirmed for the Internet by a June 2001 report in Chinaonline.com, which has this to say on Internet control in China: 'Internet regulations come from Beijing, but each province has a significant amount of control, and authorities in each city also have some local autonomy. Consequently, in different places, there is great variation in policy, regulations, service and price'.
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To study the social uses of the Internet and how the Internet influences civil society activities through these uses, I present survey data and in-depth case studies collected through participant observation and immersion in China's emerging Internet culture from February 2000 to July 2001. This methodology may be described as 'virtual ethnography'. 19 It includes extensive participation in online activities and interactions with fellow users in cyberspace, as well as regular monitoring and recording of Internet content. The case studies are not intended as a representative sampling of online activities. Rather they highlight issues of special relevance for an understanding of the influences of the Internet on Chinese civil society.
Using the Internet in China: user characteristics, control mechanisms and counter-control strategies Since October 1997, CNNIC has conducted 11 surveys on Internet development in China. The surveys consistently show that the profile of a typical Internet user in today's China is likely to be a relatively young person (between 20 and 35 years old) with some college education. 20 This profile sets limits to any attempt to over-generalize the social impact of the Internet in China, but it is an encouraging profile, because the relative young ages of China's Internet users imply a stronger likelihood that the impact of the Internet will keep growing.
The Internet offers a variety of applications. In China as elsewhere, e-mail and search engines are favorites. A notable phenomenon in China is the popularity of chatrooms, newsgroups and bulletin boards. Table 1 shows the most desired information by China's Internet users according to the eight CNNIC survey reports published from June 1999 to January 2003.
21 Table 2 shows the top ten most frequently used network services for the same period.
As the tables show, China's Internet users crave information. News is clearly the most desired information, but technological and educational information is also widely sought. As indicated by the relatively high percentages of respondents choosing email, chatrooms, newgroups and bulletin boards as the most frequently used network services, China's users rely heavily on the Internet for personal expression and interpersonal communication. This point should be kept in mind in discussing the impact of the Internet on Chinese civil society.
The development of the Internet in China has posed a dilemma for the Chinese government. While supporting the growth of this new economic sector, the government has attempted to exert control over Internet content. Since 1996, more than a dozen regulations concerning Internet uses and services have been promulgated by various government agencies. tion and Management Regulations' was promulgated by the Ministry of Public Security on 30 December 1997, which outlines the duties and responsibilities of China's Internet service providers. Regulations specifically targeting bulletin boards were announced in November 2000, stipulating that users are responsible for the information they release, that they cannot release information harmful to national interests, and that bulletin board services should follow a licensing procedure.
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In reality, actual practices among users and dotcom companies vary in ways that often go beyond the parameters of these regulations. The management of bulletin boards, for example, varies in the degree of control and censorship. It is common for BBSs to publish disclaimers prohibiting the publication and circulation of information considered as against the law or the government. While these disclaimers may have only nominal effects, two censorship strategies are commonly used. One is to use computer programs, called filters, to automatically filter out pre-defined characters. The other is human labor. Except for some small BBSs run by individuals, most popular BBSs in China have hosts (banzhu) to run the day-to-day operations. Some hosts work as such in paid job positions; most are volunteers. Their main duty is to monitor and censor the postings. Theoretically, hosts are authorized to delete anything they consider as unfitting, and they often do so. In extreme cases, when it seems no longer possible to regulate the discussions, the forum may be closed down.
Despite censorship, popular forums maintain a level of lively discussion on a wide range of topics. This is possible for several reasons. First, both hosts and users 22 . For a complete list of Internet regulations in China, see CNNIC's official website, http://www.cnnic.net.cn. generally have an interest in keeping their forum up and running, so that both parties may exercise some degree of restraint. Second, if hosts arbitrarily delete posts, users may contest their actions. The possibility of arousing protest puts hosts under some constraint. Third, where filters are used, users have strategies to bypass them. This could be done with a simple symbolic device. For example, in May 2000, in the online protest surrounding the murder of a Beijing University student, users of the popular bulletin board 'Strengthening the Nation Forum' (Qiangguo luntan) found that posts containing the characters for 'Beida' (Beijing University) would be blocked. They beat the filters, however, by inserting punctuation or other symbols between the two Chinese characters for 'Beida', posting messages with phrases like 'Bei.Da', and 'Bei2Da'. Fourth, when verbal abuses and personal attacks happen, peace-making voices may intervene from among the users. In some bulletin boards, a community ethos may develop, which sanctions practices that violate forum rules while putting pressure on the hosts, since hosts may also be subject to collective castigation if they violate this ethos. The above discussion suggests that while Chinese state agencies attempt to keep Internet activities under control, China's Internet users have counter-control strategies. The decentralized and interactive features of the Internet add to the difficulty of central control. The various uses of the Internet to be discussed below take place under these conditions of control and counter-control.
GUOBIN YANG

The Internet and public sphere
As formulated by Habermas, the concept of public sphere has the following elements: (1) publics composed of autonomous individuals that engage in rational debate; (2) spaces where publics may freely assemble for such debate; and (3) media of communication, such as newspapers and books. 23 Habermas is often criticized for his idealized conception of the public sphere, since in reality, power and inequality often creep in. 24 In this article, I emphasize public sphere as open spaces for communication. They may be spaces for public debate and problem articulation, or they may simply fulfill a social function by providing spaces for social interactions. The development of the Internet in China has given rise to online communication spaces, including chatrooms, listservs, newsgroups, electronic magazines, bulletin boards and so forth. There is abundant evidence that these spaces are fulfilling important functions in China's nascent public sphere.
In the broadest sense, China's online spaces are not restricted to websites supported by computer servers physically located in China, nor are they restricted to Chinese-language sites. Some popular news sites about China, such as China News Digest (cnd.org), are in English. This article, however, focuses on Chineselanguage websites and network services. As long as access from within China is available, the actual server locations are not important. and literature, politics, news, and the like. They may reside in or outside of China, but are more or less interconnected. The Internet facilitates such connectionmessages in one forum are often cross-posted in another, so that issues brought up in one forum may be rapidly broadcast to others. With the existence of numerous online forums and publics, a wide range of issues is brought into the forums and to public attention. Take the popular 'Strengthening the Nation Forum' (Qiangguo luntan, hereinafter QGLT) for example. 30 On 20 December 2000, topics brought up included relations with Japan, implications of Bush's presidency for China, amendments to China's marriage law, the passage of a homosexual marriage law in the Netherlands, corruption of Chinese government officials, the hardships of laid-off workers, end-of-year analysis of China's stock market, debate about the rule of law and rule of man, complaints about growing tuition fees in China's higher education institutions, and the history of China's Cultural Revolution.
Not all issues stimulate discussion equally, and discussions may be as short as several threads 31 or as long as several dozen. Despite censorship, the discussions in QGLT are more wide-ranging and elaborate than in conventional media or other Chinese-language bulletin boards. In June 2001, I made an intensive study of four popular Chinese-language news and politics bulletin boards. Two of them, QGLT and Beida Online (http://www.beida-online.com/list.php3?board ϭ Beida Forum), are based in China; the other two are run by Muzi.com (http://lundian.com/forum/ normal/chinese/10001.html) and Creaders.com (http://www.creaders.org/cgi-bin/ mainpage.cgi) respectively, both based in North America. I found that QGLT not only has the most posts (2,321 for 11 June and 2,798 for 12 June), but also the highest percentage of responses (60% for both 11 and 12 June), indicating a high level of discussion in the forum. 32 One good example of such a discussion concerns the functions of this and other bulletin boards in Chinese politics. Many argue that it should be used to promote democratic governance, as a place 'for hearing people's voices and providing input for government decision-making' (Beidou, 33 24 February 2000). Others emphasized democratic participation: 'The forum should become a people's democratic square' (New Leftist, 6 January 2000). A persistent demand is to use this space to promote democratic politics in China (Xingfu, 9 30. Affiliated with the online edition of People's Daily, QGLT was originally launched for public protest against the NATO bombing of the Chinese Embassy in Belgrade. Apparently because of its official affiliation, QGLT has a more strictly enforced censorship system than other BBS forums in China. Contents are filtered while hosts maintain synchronous monitoring of posts. Discussion topics are supposed to be related to the strengthening of the Chinese nation. But this may be defined so broadly that basically any serious discussions about any issue may be considered to fall under the themes of the forum. In reality, then, the posts that tend to be deleted are those that have explicit anti-government messages. According to a news report of the People Daily Some net friends (wangyou), 34 for lack of a rational attitude to their own and other users' viewpoints, would become angry when they are stuck in their arguments. They cannot control their anger, thus resulting in personal attacks and slandering. These net friends have a superficial knowledge of the world. They thought they could shut others up with personal attacks. In fact, as soon as you launch a personal attack, you discredit both your own viewpoints and your character (Xiaohao, 1 February 2000).
Another made the following suggestion:
I think the key issue in the management of the forum is to establish a clear and precise set of rules. These rules should be publicized. Whether the rules are just or reasonable enough is not a big problem (after all this is a forum of a party newspaper-it cannot be free from its own biases). The important thing is to follow rules. Then net friends will not have so many complaints (New Great Wall, 28 October 1999).
This debate about democratic and undemocratic practices in online discussions is not an isolated example. Similar discussions are common in other forums, indicating a high degree of engagement with public issues among China's Internet users. In the middle of these online discussions, a new type of political action, critical public debate, entered contemporary Chinese life. In his study of political participation in Beijing, Tianjian Shi enumerates 28 political acts used by citizens in Beijing to articulate interests. With the exception of big-character posters, none of these involves public debate. Most acts, such as 'complaints through labor unions' or 'complaints through the bureaucratic hierarchy', involve the airing of personal grievances without the possibility of opening up these grievances for public discussion. 35 Only in extraordinary times, such as the student movement in 1989, did public debate occur. The Internet provides alternative spaces for public debate.
China's online spaces serve a second function: the articulation of social problems. Habermas underscores the 'problem articulation' function of the public sphere, noting that 'The communication structures of the public sphere are linked with the private life spheres in a way that gives the civil-social periphery, in contrast to the political center, the advantage of greater sensitivity in detecting and identifying new problem situations'.
36 Tianjian Shi's study discusses the political acts Beijing citizens may use to articulate their interests. The above-mentioned examples of 'complaints through labor unions' and 'complaints through the bureaucratic hierarchy' are such acts. Regardless of how effective these complaints are, it is clear that these channels can only reach a limited audience. Some complaints may reflect problems of general concern, yet there are no institutionalized channels to bring personal problems into public attention. Personal problems 34. The term 'net friend' is commonly used to refer to other net users; it does not denote friendship, but does sound more friendly than a mere 'user'.
35 Finally, China's online spaces have played a supervisory role in government affairs and public life. The importance of this supervisory role is in direct proportion to the nebulous nature of the decision-making process in China. Recently, the Internet has helped to expose a number of cases concerning serious bureaucratic problems. It was through the Internet, for example, that a November 1999 report spread on how mismanagement of over 200 blood donation facilities in Henan Province may have spread HIV to large numbers of people in the province during the early 1990s.
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The arguments just outlined are supported by recent survey data produced by social scientists in China. A survey of the Internet in five Chinese cities shows that China's non-Internet users rely heavily on TV and newspapers for information, while for communication and personal expression, they do not have effective channels. In contrast, for Internet users, although TV and newspapers are still important sources of information, the Internet clearly plays a prominent role. With regard to communication, Internet users enjoy an overwhelming advantage over non-users. Thus, as media of expressing personal views, 14.2% of non-users selected TV, 21.9% selected newspapers, and 10.9% selected magazines. Added together, the percentage of non-Internet users relying on these three dominant conventional media for expressing views is 46%, while 62.8% of Internet users chose the Internet as a medium of expressing views. The same pattern holds when it comes to exchanging views with others. Of non-users, 13.9% selected TV as a medium for exchanging views with others, 14.2% selected newspapers, and 6.8% selected magazines. These numbers are insignificant compared with the 73.4% of Internet users who find the Internet to be a medium of exchanging views with others.
39 Table 3 summarizes the percentage of Internet users relying on different media for purposes of information or communication. Table 4 shows the percentage of non-Internet users relying on different media for purposes of information or communication. While the Internet has provided new spaces for public sphere activities in China, it is important to emphasize that discourse in Chinese-language online spaces is not always or equally civil, as befitting the ideals of a civil society. The debate on democratic and undemocratic practices in QGLT attests to the existence of undemocratic practices. These undemocratic practices should sound a cautionary note to observers, but do not invalidate my argument about the role of the Internet in civil society activities. In fact, they probably reflect a greater degree of openness on the Internet. After all, one key difference between China's online spaces and offline public sphere is the greater diversity of the online spaces. As in other areas of social life, diversity entails differences, including differences that may appear offensive. When it comes to the freedom of speech in the public sphere, the famous dictum attributed to Voltaire carries a lot of persuasive force: 'I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it'. In China, the Internet has consolidated citizens' right to say what they want to say.
The Internet and social organizations
Autonomous social organizations are important components of a civil society. Although social organizations have proliferated in China, they are mostly corporatist in nature and lack sufficient political autonomy. The impact of the Internet should be considered against this background. 
Impact on existing social organizations
The Internet reduces the barriers of geographical and social locations to voluntary associational life. People in different physical locations may now more easily find out about or join organizations. Existing social organizations use the Internet for publicity, recruitment, fund-raising, and public education. Of particular interest are the growing number of environmental groups and NGOs in China. 40 Most of them maintain active websites. Both types of environmental associations are a recent phenomenon in China. A review of the websites of two influential environmental NGOs and seven environmental groups 41 reveals some common characteristics in their uses of the Internet. First, they carry information about their organizations, including mission statements, membership information, events and activities. 40 . By environmental groups, I refer to voluntary associations of individuals interested in environmental protection issues. They may be student clubs, or individuals linked together mainly because of the Internet. Environmental NGOs are non-governmental, non-profit, but officially registered associations. How independent of the Chinese government these organizations are is an empirical question requiring further research. In private correspondence with staff of some of the environmental NGOs, I was told that such independence is relative and it varies from organization to organization. Some self-proclaimed environmental NGOs are in fact government agencies.
41. The environmental NGOs are Friends of Nature (www.fon.org.cn), established in 1994 and Global Village of Beijing (www.gvbchina.org), established in 1996. The seven environmental groups are: Gong Shan Zoology Protection Association (green-gong.com), Greenriver (go2.163.com/manl), Green Camp of University Students in China (www.gbj.grchina.net/greencamp), Greener Beijing (gbj.grchina.net/greenerbj.htm), Oasis Club (www.cau.edu.cn/luzhou/int.htm), Tibetan Antelope Information Center (ww.taic.org), and Wetlands of Beijing (www.wowcn.org). Second, they publish news and other information about the environment and feature environmental problems in China. Third, they maintain links to other websites related to environmental protection, including websites of China's governmental environment protection agencies and international environmental organizations. Some websites have discussion forums; others maintain archives of government regulations on environmental issues in China. While serving to propagate knowledge about the environment, they also function as information centers for volunteers willing to commit time and efforts to their causes. In several cases, such as 'Tibetan Antelope Information Center', 'Wetlands of China', and 'Greener Beijing', the Internet is clearly indispensable to their existence. With a membership of more than 1,000, 'Greener Beijing' boasts of being 'the first and the most active Internet based environmental NGO in China'. 42 
The emergence of virtual communities
Virtual communities are defined as 'social aggregations that emerge from the net when enough people carry on those public discussions long enough, with sufficient human feeling, to form webs of personal relationships in cyberspace'. 43 Virtual communities tend to form in chatrooms and BBS forums. Chatrooms provide a space for self-expression and developing romance and love. They are categorized by topic of interest. Netease.com, for example, runs chatrooms for entertainment, sports, films, romance, and so on.
Bulletin boards may also foster social relationships and create virtual communities. One active virtual community has formed around a BBS forum called 'Forum of Chinese Educated Youth' (Huaxia zhiqing luntan, or HXZQ) . 44 The forum was set up in June 1998 by two individuals interested in the historical experience of China's educated youth generation. By May 2000, it had attracted a daily average of 700 hits and ranked fifteenth in the list of top-ranking Chinese-language bulletin boards maintained by www.geocities.com. In July 2000, through online discussions, the core members of the forum established a 'China Educated Youth Internet Studio' (Huaxia zhiqing gongzuoshi), a collective management entity, to plan, develop and fund the operations of its BBS forum and associated websites. 45 The studio sets itself two missions: to build a virtual home for friendship, education, entertainment and mutual help and a 'Virtual Educated Youth Museum' for publishing and archiving documents about the 'Up to the Mountains and Down to the Countryside' (shangshan xiaxiang) movement. While it has attracted some younger visitors, the forum is mainly a gathering place for a group of individuals of the 'educated youth' generation. Daily page views average 800. This virtual community has several notable characteristics. First, participants are intent on building it into a virtual home. Regular members come here to seek or provide news and information, discuss topics of common interest, publish a little poem or essay, or simply exchange greetings. To cater to the different needs of the participants, a chatroom and a virtual 'Tea House' were set up for more intimate and informal conversations. A sense of belonging is common among regular members. Second, while no artificial limits are put on the scope of conversation, conversation tends to gravitate toward several thematic clusters. Personal matterstravels, social gatherings, friendship, family and children-are favorite topics. At times, these matters are accompanied with photos, in which case readers may ask about who is who in the photos. Regular visitors thus soon come to know one another not just by the personalities revealed in texts, but also by the faces in pictures. Conversations on more 'intellectual' or social topics are also common. For a long period, some poetry lovers discussed the techniques of composing classicalstyle Chinese verse. Posts about official corruption, unemployment, education and social welfare appear quite often. They may simply report news about these issues, but sometimes critical discussions may develop. 46 A final popular topic is the Cultural Revolution and the 'Up to the Mountains and Down to the Countryside' movement. The two movements defined the historical experience of the 'educated youth' generation. For many of them, talking about these two historical events is a very personal experience. Most personal stories by community members have been archived in the 'Virtual Educated Youth Museum'.
A third characteristic is style. The text-based nature of computer-mediated communication means that style and rhetorical skills may have more impact on the quality of communication than in face-to-face situations, partly due to the lack of visual and aural aids such as tones, voices, and gestures. As is common in unmoderated forums, misunderstanding is inevitable in HXZQ, sometimes leading to unpleasant verbal exchanges. 47 In the first half of the year 2000, HXZQ saw a period of quibbles and quarrels that eventually caused a few regular members to resentfully leave the forum. That crisis served as a lesson for all who cared for the forum and triggered some serious discussions about styles of conversation and debate. As a result, the discourse in HXZQ became more consciously civil. Lastly, this community has a complex and transnational online network. HXZQ started with a bulletin board. It then added a chatroom, two more bulletin boards, and a well-designed, content-rich homepage. The homepage contains historical photos and music, archives on historical documents about the 'Up to the Mountains and Down to the Countryside' movement and recollective stories and current debates about the historical experience of the generation, links to personal homepages owned by community members, and as of 7 October 2001, an address book of 212 former educated youth. Of these 212 core members of the community, 97 listed their current country of residence. Nineteen of these 97 are in the US, three in Canada, three in Japan, two in Australia, one in New Zealand, one in Germany, one in Hong Kong and the rest in mainland China. Thus, HXZQ serves as a virtual nexus of an entire network of the educated youth generation in and outside of China.
The above discussion of HXZQ not only shows that virtual communities have become a reality in China, but also reveals some unique features of this new associational form. HXZQ was born in virtual space but then evolved into one with offline and transnational connections. Its members use the Internet as a home for social interaction, self-expression, and mutual support. They volunteer time and energy to build online archives of their historical experience. It is important to point out, however, that in this particular case, shared historical experience and a common generational identity contributed to the cohesiveness of this virtual community. Future research should examine whether and how virtual communities may form among individuals or groups with weak or no pre-existing collective identities.
The Internet and new dynamics of popular protest
Protest has gone online in China as elsewhere. In China it happens on a daily basis in newsgroups and bulletin boards. At one level, such protest is simply a more radical form of public debate, articulating issues that would have eluded public attention without the Internet. Yet online protest is more than problem articulation. Because of high speed, openness and relative anonymity, the Internet is changing the dynamics of protest in various parts of the world. It has special significance for popular protest in China, where the mobilization of organized protest is relatively infrequent because of state sanctions. To illustrate the key features of online protest in China, I will examine the influential protest activities surrounding the rape and murder of Qiu Qingfeng in late May 2000. 48 Qiu was a student in Beijing University. She was found raped and murdered on 48. The following discussion is based on data I collected from six BBS forums based in China. They represent three main types of BBSs in China-university-based, commercial, and official. Three of the six are university BBSs (Beijing University, Shantou University and Xi'an Jiaotong University). The 'Strengthening the Nation Forum', affiliated to the People's Daily, has an official status. The other two are run by popular commercial portal sites (Sohu.com and Netease.com). From 23 May to 4 June 2000, I followed the discussions closely, spending an average of six hours daily to read the posts and download information. 20 May 2000, on her way back to the university's rural Changping campus.
49 Upon learning about the murder, university authorities convened an emergency meeting and decided to hold back the news about the murder. The case happened at a sensitive time-about two weeks before the eleventh anniversary of the repression of the 1989 student movement. Students in Beijing University had been among the most active in that movement. Clearly, university authorities attempted to cover up the case in order to forestall any unexpected turn of events around the anniversary date.
News about the murder first broke in Beijing University's 'Triangle' (Sanjiaodi) 50 bulletin board at 11Ϻ19 pm, 22 May. The posts quickly triggered a wave of protest in BBS forums across China. Beginning from 23 May, there was a dramatic increase in the number of visits to the 'Triangle' forum. The total number of hits in this forum was 408 for 21 May and 689 for 22 May. It jumped to 11,863 on 23 May. The number reached a record high of 12,073 on 24 May and tapered off after that, though still maintaining a level much higher than that prior to the protest.
While the number of visits to the 'Triangle' forum increased dramatically, so did the number of posts. The 'Triangle' forum was set up on 25 December 1999. A focus on the patterns of diffusion of protest highlights two key features about online protest: speed and openness. In a matter of hours after the first message about the murder case was posted in Beijing University's 'Triangle' forum, the news had spread across China's numerous bulletin boards. This would be unimaginable without the Internet, because the conventional media remained reticent on the matter. During the period of online protest discussed here, major national and regional newspapers such as People's Daily, Guangming Daily, Legal News Daily, Beijing Daily and Beijing Youth Daily made no mention of the murder case. Legal News Daily usually carries some news about crimes, but it did not report this case. It was the Internet that provided Chinese citizens with a unique opportunity to make their voices heard.
Also interesting are the connections of online protest with campus protest 49 . By the time the exam was over at 4Ϻ00 pm, the last shuttle bus from the main campus to the Changping campus had left. Qiu was last seen around 8Ϻ00 pm in a supermarket in downtown Changping, indicating she was on her way back to the Changping campus, probably by long-distance bus and then by foot, because there was no bus service from downtown Changping to the campus.
50. The news forum of Beijing University's BBS is called 'Triangle' (Sanjiaodi). It is named after the famous triangle area on campus, the unofficial center for information, public gatherings and protests in Beijing University.
activities. Such connections were manifest in the mutual influences between protest in online forums and campus demonstrations and sit-ins. In the protest period, the Internet was used to discuss and formulate goals and demands and organize campus demonstrations. One post demanded the resignation of university administrators responsible for the accident (fina, 23 May 2000, 'Triangle'). Another suggested that university authorities should compensate the victim's parents, improve security conditions on and around the campus, and show more respect and care for students (anew, 26 May 2000, Netease.com). A widely circulated third post announced a planned demonstration from the neighboring Qinghua University to Beijing University. 51 Another important connection between online and offline protest was the almost instantaneous online broadcast of campus events. Such broadcast kept interested users in other parts of the country informed of campus activities. Thus one post reports:
At 8Ϻ00, I checked out things online in the library. I thought people probably had already left [for the gathering]. I packed up my books and went in search of the crowd. In the small plaza in front of the big hall, quite a lot of people had gathered. White candle lights swayed and flickered. Students sat silently together in circles, in groups of 7 or 8 or several dozens. On the stairs near the Triangle area, a huge heart-shaped pattern was laid with flickering candles, with little white-paper flowers in the middle of the heart. I saw the following netfriends: caishen, hubing, xsy, littlefisher kansg, lhx, cc, bigfatcat, tiank (Young, 23 May 2000, 21Ϻ08, 'Triangle').
The Internet was not only used for protest, but itself became an object of struggle. This has to do with the specific conditions under which the Internet is used in China. China's Internet users tend to perceive it as a space for exercising their right of free speech, while the government tries to keep control. Where these interests conflict, protest may arise from among the users. Thus, despite its relative openness, the Internet is not a perfectly free space. In May 2000, China's Internet users were aware of possible social control efforts on the part of the authorities and consciously and sometimes tactically fought against control. For example, at the very beginning of the protest, in anticipation of possible control action by the university administration, posts appeared in Beijing University's BBS forums that asserted the constitutional right of freedom of speech in China and warned the authorities against containing protest by shutting down the BBS. 52 Knowing that explicitly hostile language could backfire, some users warned that the protest should proceed in a forceful but rational manner. Below is one example: 52. The BBS was not shut down, probably as a result of student warnings, but there were times when the system did not seem to be operating properly, making students suspicious of what was really happening. discussions and debates. Although the protest was still about the murder case, it quickly became a struggle for freedom of speech on the Internet. As the following post shows, Internet users were excited about the possibilities of freedom of speech opened up by the new technology:
On the 22nd, the news began to circulate on the BBSs of Beijing University and Qinghua University. Out of indignation at the university leadership's response, the students in these two universities, with the online support of students from other universities, decided to hold memorial services for their schoolmate. This was in order to break through the deliberate control of information and suppression of memorial activities by the authorities. The information circulated on the Internet indicates that similar cases have happened in other universities, but have almost all been covered up. It may be believed that if it had not been for the Internet, and if it had not been because of the students' indignation, this case would also have been covered up ('Triangle Forum', 27 May 2000, cross-posted in Netease.com on 29 May 2000).
As an important component of civil society, popular protest is a powerful means of resisting political power and protecting citizen rights. Until recently, the major protest events in the PRC, from the Red Guard Movement to the student demonstrations of 1986, all happened because of some kind of state initiation. As sociologist Xueguang Zhou argued, this was due to a peculiar state-society relationship in China. This relationship was characterized by the state's penetration of civil society and by its dependence on political campaigns and mass mobilizations to deal with social, political and economic problems. Historically, this relationship turned the state into the unwitting initiator of popular protest. As Zhou puts it, 'Participating in state-initiated political campaigns provides an opportunity for individuals and groups to pursue their own agendas and exploit new opportunities. State-initiated political campaigns provide opportunities for unorganized groups and individuals to act together'. 53 The rise of online protest indicates the changing dynamics of popular protest in China as well as a change in the state-society relationship as examined by Zhou. As my discussion shows, the Internet facilitates if not completely satisfies the key conditions of the emergence of popular protest. It helps to disseminate information, formulate goals and strategies, identify opponents, and organize protest events. All this happens speedily, at low costs, and without incurring grave personal risks. Online protest has brought new elements into the art of protest.
Explaining the impact of the Internet on Chinese civil society: conditions and obstacles
So far, I have examined the impact of the Internet in three areas of Chinese civil society. How to explain such impact? As I suggested at the beginning, the Internet is a bundle of technologies and technologies produce social effects depending on social conditions. I now sketch several conditions that have facilitated the social influences of the Internet in China and discuss several limiting factors. In his analysis of the historical emergence of the public sphere in early modern Europe, Habermas argues that trade economy and state institutions were the major determinants of the rise of the public sphere. Trade development needed the traffic in news and the political protection from state power; the growth of state bureaucracies needed the financial resources from trade as well as communication channels to publicize policies. Both conditions favored the rise of press institutions. The technological development of the Internet in China as elsewhere depends on government policy and economic incentives. Just as the Internet was initially developed as a government-sponsored military project in the United States, so its introduction into China was guided directly through government action. In both the US and China, market incentives brought the Internet within the reach of the general public, who then began to use it in ways not necessarily in the interest of political elites. It is fair to say that state and economy directly shaped the rise of the Internet in China.
For the Internet to exert influence on civil society, however, political power and market forces are insufficient conditions. People attach meanings to technology and these meanings shape how they use it. At the same time, what meanings they attach to what technology depend on a host of other factors. My discussions suggest that China's users value the Internet as a means of communication and expression, yet without an understanding of the history of political communication in China, the cultural meaning of the Internet could not be fully grasped. In this regard, suffice it to mention that political communication and dissent for much of this history depended mainly on the risky business of putting up big-character wall posters.
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If state power and market forces have given birth to the Internet as a new sphere of social and political life, will the same forces take away this life, as they did in Habermas's analysis of the eventual refeudalization of the public sphere? This is a key question for future research. Observers are clearly wary of this possibility but remain hopeful that this is not a preordained struggle. 55 To understand the future struggle over the Internet in China, it is necessary to understand the pressing obstacles. These obstacles are of two kinds, internal and external. By internal obstacles, I refer to those elements that hinder democratic participation in online communication. Participants in online forums want their voices to be heard, but there are 'bullies' who attempt to deprive fellow participants of their voice, for example by making them feel that they are inadequate discussants. Similarly, to carry on a meaningful discussion, participants should be able to articulate ideas, take positions, and inquire into interlocutors' positions. It takes time and practice to gain these skills. A final internal obstacle is stylistic and rhetorical indecencies: online discourse can be very uncivil. These internal obstacles are not insurmountable. As long as participants are prepared to engage in online discussions, it is likely that a culture or environment would evolve in the form of a community ethos to regulate conversations within reasonable bounds.
External obstacles are economic and political in nature. Politically, given that 55. This is so even in the case of such an astute and generally pessimistic analyst as Lawrence Lessig, whose well-known book Code (1999) has cast gloomy shadows on the future of the Internet. state elites are wary of the politically corrosive effects of civil society and of the Internet's role in it, they are likely to step up control. The economic obstacle has two sides to it. On the one hand, China has not developed to a stage where the Internet may be popularized. China's 59.1 million Internet users account for only a small percentage of its population. With continuous economic development, we may expect China's Internet population to grow steadily, a hopeful sign that this aspect of the economic obstacle will lessen and not worsen. On the other hand, with further economic development, the trend of commercialization of the Internet may become stronger. Commercialization represents a different kind of barrier to civil society development. As often happens in the conventional media, commercialization of the Internet may reduce it to a vanity fair of commodities and squeeze out the political action that now takes place there. In view of these two daunting obstacles, it is hard to foretell to what extent the Internet will continue to strengthen Chinese civil society. This will depend on how these economic and political obstacles may be reduced. At the same time, the possibility of the Internet's continual influence on Chinese civil society cannot be foreclosed either. How the political and economic obstacles may be reduced depends on whether and how China's Internet users will continue to use the Internet for such civil society activities as public debate, organization and protest. At this moment, there are no signs that they will abandon the Internet.
Conclusion
I began this article with a review of the conditions and challenges of civil society in reform-era China. I have shown that the Internet has opened up new possibilities of meeting these challenges. First, the Internet has given rise to a new type of political action, online critical debate; it facilitates the articulation of social problems and has shown some potential to play a supervisory role in Chinese politics. Through the use of the Internet, citizens are becoming better informed about and more engaged in social and political affairs. Second, existing social organizations have developed an online presence while virtual communities have been built on the Internet. The use of the Internet by China's environmental groups and NGOs demonstrates some new possibilities for organized civil society action. It also indicates how elements of Chinese civil society may be linked with the global civil society in ways previously unimaginable. 56 Third, new forms and dynamics of protest related to the Internet have appeared in Chinese civil society. Collective protest relies on communication media to spread its message and organize activities. Historically, conventional media such as television and newspapers are under strict political control in China. Only in several extraordinary times in the history of the PRC did the media lend themselves to protest. 57 Evidence 56. A prominent case in this respect is of course the use of the Internet by Falun Gong practitioners in and outside of China. This is a subject worthy of in-depth treatment, which I cannot embark on here. Nan Lin's recent book Social Capital: A Theory of Social Structure and Action (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001) contains an interesting analysis of how Falun Gong practitioners use the Internet to enhance their networking capacity.
57. An earlier example was the use of newspapers by student factions in the Red Guard Movement; a recent example was the brief loosening of media control during the student movement in 1989. presented in this article shows that the Internet can facilitate protest activities in effective ways. Yet online protest is more than a new protest strategy. It is also a new field of struggle involving the uses and abuses of new information technologies. In this sense, online protest represents the growth of a contentious civil society in China.
Public debate, social organization and protest that take place on the Internet in China are linked in numerous ways with the global community, including the Chinese diaspora around the world. Despite government efforts to block selected sites, Internet users in China may access websites overseas, or 'link up' (chuanlian)-a term of heavy political import-with overseas individuals and groups for information exchange, solidarity building, or protest. The virtual community of the 'Forum of Chinese Educated Youth', for example, clearly crosses national boundaries. The porous and networked nature of the Internet thus ties China's civil society to the global community. Their interpenetration is a source of energy for China's incipient civil society. Such interpenetration enhances information flow critical to civil society activities.
Given the evolving nature of the Internet, these conclusions can only be preliminary. It is premature to generalize these conclusions beyond the specific issues addressed here, and there are important issues that I have not addressed. Foremost among these are the online constructions of personal and collective identities. Both personal and collective identities are tied to civil society, not the least because they directly affect what Chamberlain has called 'the quality of civil societal life'. 58 By this he means the internal solidarity of a civil society as communities of autonomous individuals. It is not that the autonomy of civil society from the state is not important, but that it is not enough, because 'What bonds civil society and its components are forces working from the inside out, not from the outside in'. 59 In light of these discussions, we may ask: how does the use of the Internet shape personal identities? In the long run, can Internet-based discourse and interactions contribute to a civic and participatory culture? How may the Internet be used to articulate collective identities based on class, gender, ethnicity, region and above all, the nation? How do the online constructions of various forms of collective identities impinge on civil society in China? Some scholars have already begun to consider these issues, particularly cyber-nationalism, 60 but the phenomena are new and questions are many. They are important areas for future research.
